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Salt Collection and Trading in A mdo 


Sangs rgyas tshe ring 


Abstract 

Lha rgyal tshe ring (b. 1933), a herdsman in Rig smon (Daotanghe) 
Town, Gser chen (Gonghe) County, Mtsho lho (Hainan) Tibetan 
Autonomous Prefecture, Mtsho sngon (Qinghai) Province, PR China 
describes his trips to Dbus yi tshwa mtsho (Chakayanhu) to collect salt 
and later, to trade the salt in Khri ka (Guide) County Town and in Sku 
'bum (Huangzhong). The first of his ten salt collection trips was at the 
age of sixteen (1949) with his father (Klu 'bum, 1897-1950) and fellow 
community members. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In 2019 ,1 interviewed Lha rgyal tshe ring (b. 1933), a herdsman in Rig 
smon (Daotanghe) Town, Gser chen (Gonghe) County, Mtsho lho 
(Hainan) Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Mtsho sngon (Qinghai) 
Province. At that time, he had two living sons (Rdo rje tshe ring, b. 
1959 ; Ye shes dbang phyug, b. 1977) 1 and two daughters (Rdo rje sgrol 
ma; b. i960; Hri thar skyid, b. 1965). His wife (Mkhar mo yag, 1936- 
2007) had passed away some years earlier. Lha rgyal tshe ring is very 
talkative, does not feel lonely, and is always ready to share his many 
stories, including those about salt-collecting, with interested listeners. 
He has a lot to say about his experiences, but his grandchildren, who 
attend school and must do a lot of homework, sometimes ignore what 
he says. They don't spend much time listening to him. 

Lha rgyal tshe ring was sitting by the stove, chanting ma Ni as 
usual. His grandson, Dbang chen tshe ring (b. 1982), was busy with the 
livestock after breakfast. It was the lambing season. Lambs were 
bleating outside the house. Lha rgyal tshe ring continued chanting. The 
noise did not break his concentration nor stop him from spinning his 
small ma Ni prayer wheel. 

His oldest daughter (Rdo rje sgrol ma), had married and moved 
into the home of her husband in Rmog ru (Mo're) Community. She has 
three children. Her youngest son (Skar ma, b. 1992) is a college student 
and today, he and his older brother (Klu rgyal tshe ring, b. 1972) had 
come to visit their maternal grandfather. As Lha rgyal tshe ring began 
speaking, his voice passed out the window to a vast golden prairie 
under a bright sun. 


1 Two sons died of illness when they were children. 
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FIG 1. Lha rgyal tshe ring demonstrates how to use me cha in his home 
(26 February 2017, Sangs rgyas tshe ring). 
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FIG 2. Lha rgyal tshe ring's great-grandson (Bsod nams rdo rje, b. 
2005) listens to his great-grandfather (Rig smon Town, 26 February 
2017, Sangs rgyas tshe ring). 
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FIG 3. Place names. 
Tibetan Name 

Chinese Name 

Administrative Location 

Ar sti Township 

Niandi 

Township 

Chab cha Town 

Chab cha Town 

Qiabuqia Town 

Gser chen County 

Chag ka so'u 

Xiangpishan 

Gser chen County 

Chu rnga Village 

Qushen'na 

Village 

Ar sti Township 

Dbus yi gzhongs 

- 

Tshwa kha Town 

Dbus yi tshwa mtsho 

Chakayanhu 

Tshwa kha Town 

Rig smon Town 

Daotanghe 

Town 

Gser chen County 

G.yag gdong Valley 

- 

Stong skor County 

Gser chen County 

Gonghe County 

Mtsho lho Tibetan 
Autonomous Prefecture 

Gser chen 

Saiqian 

Gser chen County 

Mountains 

Mountains 


Khri ka 

Guide 

Khri ka County 

Lhu dbang thang 

Luohantang 

Khri ka County 

Mtsho lho Tibetan 

Hainan Tibetan 

Mtsho sngon Province 

Autonomous 

Autonomous 


Prefecture 

Prefecture 


Mtsho sgnon po 

Qinghaihu, 
Qinghai Lake 

Mtsho sngon Province 

Mtsho sngon 

Qinghai 


Province 

Province 


Rig smon gzhung 

- 

Rig smon Town 

Rmog ru 

Mo're 

Gser chen County 

Community 

Community 


Rta nag ma 

Heimahe 

Gser chen County 

Skyes nyin lung 

- 

Gser chen County 

Stong skor 

Huangyuan 

Stong skor County 
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FIG 4. Locations in the text. 1 



LHA RGYAL TSHE RING'S ACCOUNT 

I'm not a perfect salt trader, but I'm an old salt trader in our community. I 
went to collect salt ten times in my life, and each time was an adventure. 
Now we don't need to worry about salt. We can easily get it from town, but 
at the time I'm talking about, it was very expensive and difficult to get. My 
father (Klu 'bum; 1897-1950) went to take salt every other year until I 
became independent. When I was sixteen, I began to go on salt collection 
trips. I went twice with my father and community members. The other 
times were with my friends. I heard about earlier experiences of collecting 
salt from my grandfather (Bla ma rgyal, b. 1876-1942). I'm the third salt 
man in my family. From my grandfather to me, in addition to livestock, the 
salt trade was an economic resource for my family. Grandfather and 
Father traded salt for food, clothing, and so on. But for me, most of the 
time, I collected salt for the local government. I did it for trade only a few 
times. 

Preparation 

Every season all the herding families moved together for the livestock to 
have better pasture. The summer pasture is the place with the highest 
elevation in my community, and the weather there is unpredictable. 


1 This map is an edited version of http://map.tianditu.gov.cn/ (accessed 2 
April 2019). 
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Sometimes it snows even in summer. Snow covers the mountaintops all 
year. 

It took three days to reach the summer pasture from our winter 
pasture. We herded livestock there for about a month and usually didn't 
leave until we had repaired the yak pack frames and our black yak-hair 
tent. I also needed to repair the salt bags from my father's time because I 
would go to take salt when we moved to the autumn pasture from the 
summer pasture. Male yaks were the only transport in my community, and 
yak pack frames were used in daily life. Salt bags were only used when 
transporting salt. 

As we were repairing our tent, my neighbor, Rdo rje (1929-1958), 
came to help. He saw me sorting the salt bags and said, "Why didn't you 
tell me? I also plan to go get salt. I will drive fifteen yaks." 

I replied, "If you are going to get salt, of course, we can go together. 
My cousin, Rdo rje tshe ring (1940-2003), will also come. There will be 
three of us." 

I guessed Rdo rje tshe ring also had fifteen male yaks. Each salt 
trader commonly drove fifteen yaks, and three people would go together 
from my home community to take salt, but I only had eleven male yaks. 

Several days later, it was time to go to the summer pasture. At that 
time, our community had thirty families. We followed a rule that all the 
families would move together to the summer pasture. We spent two days 
on the way and camped in G.yag gdong Valley. Some families camped in 
the next valley. 

Although we used leather ropes in daily life, at that time, I used 
yak hair to make ropes, as they were useful when we collected the salt. 

After shearing the sheep, I and some community leaders went to 
Stong skor (Huangyuan). My family exchanged half of our wool for some 
handfuls of dried noodles and four bags of flour. 

My home community's autumn pasture was located halfway 
between the winter and summer pastures. We didn't go to the autumn 
pasture but instead, I visited Uncle Bsod nams' (1892-1967) home and 
asked to borrow five yaks. Uncle agreed. When he was younger, he had 
been a great salt trader and had done salt business with other 
communities. His son didn't like this business. When I visited, Uncle was 
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quite old. He understood the custom. If a family lent yaks, pack frames, or 
salt bags to a salt trader, the trader in return gave the lending family some 
salt when he returned. 

Later, in the seventh month, the families moved to our autumn 
pasture. The next day, I butchered two sheep. One was for my family 
members, and the other was to take on our salt collecting trip. 
Representing the three of us, I went to the local monastery, 'Khyam ru 
dgon pa . 1 The local bla ma chose an auspicious day for us to start - the 
fifth day of the seventh month (1952). 

The first day 

The three of us loaded our yaks and met in Rig smon (Daotanghe). On the 
way, I stopped at Uncle's home and put pack frames on four of Uncle's 
yaks. When I reach Rig smon my companions were waiting. Each man had 
fifteen yaks. Of the total, only thirty-nine yaks had a pack frame with two 
empty salt bags. Fifteen days were commonly needed to reach Dbus yi 
tshwa mtsho. We planned to reach Dbus yi gzhongs fourteen days later 
and the following day would start for Dbus yi tshwa mtsho, the salt lake in 
the Dbus yi gzhongs area. 

Rdro rje had been to Dbus yi gzhongs several times. It was Rdo rje 
tshe ring's second time. I had been twice before with Father. 

At that time, being a salt trader was a way to prove you were a real 
man. Most women liked dating real men. 

I had relied on Father before, so this time I was a little worried. So 
as not to worry Rdo rje and Rdo rje tshe ring, I didn't tell them I was anxious. 

We set off for Tshwa lam, south of Mtsho sgnon po (Qinghaihu, 
Qinghai Lake). I'm sure many people have been this way. We camped 
when we got near the Gser chen (Saiqian) Mountains. It was a good place 
for salt traders to camp. First, we took food and a pot from the yaks, but 


1 Founded by Bio bzang thub bstan 'jigs med rgya mtsho in 1861, 'khyam ru 
dgon bkra shis dge phel gling is located in Chu rnga Village, Ar sti (Niandi) 
Township, Chab cha Town (Nian and Bai 1993:211-212). See Smith 
(2017:111) for a photo. 
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we didn't remove the empty salt bags nor the pack frames. That place had 
fresh grass and a river that flowed to Mtsho sngon po. I took Father's me 
cha 'lighter' from my waist and lit a fire. That night we ate meat and 
noodles. Aftertyingthe yaks, we slept in oursheepskin robes on the grass 
in the tent. 

That night, I slept very well, because it didn't rain and I was very 
tired. When I woke up, it was dark, and my partners were still asleep. I 
went to check on the yaks. They were all together and chewing their cuds. 
Then I went back to the tent and slept a little longer. Father had told me 
that yaks liked to go to other pastures just at dawn. Flow true. When Rdo 
rje woke up and went to check the yaks, they were walking away. "I'm going 
to drive the yaks here, so you two make a fire and boil water," Rdo rje tshe 
ring said. 

"OK, no problem," I replied. 

We ate breakfast, offered bsang 'incense' to the mountain deities, 
and prayed, which made me comfortable. Then we packed food, chu iwa 
'raincoats made from sheep wool', and our small tent on the yaks and 
began the second day, hoping everything would go well. 

It rained on the third day, so we didn't reach the Rta nag ma 
(Fleimahe) Tribe before pitching our tent near a forest. It was a place 
where salt traders commonly lost their yaks. It had rained the whole day, 
and the yaks hadn't grazed, so we took the salt bags off the yaks and let 
them graze for a half-hour before tying them in front of our tent in the 
evening . 1 We were unable to collect dry yak dung so we couldn't make a 
fire. We could have made a fire with firewood, but none of us wanted to 
go cut firewood in the forest. 

In the morning, when we woke up, we first looked for the yaks. We 
worried that wolves might comeand kill the yaks orsome yaks might break 
their rope tethers and wander far away from where wolves would easily 
kill them. Fortunately, the yaks were safe, and the weather was fine. I went 
to cut firewood from the forest. When I returned, Rdo rje tshe ring had 
fetched water and prepared breakfast. We ate rtsam pa, loaded the yaks, 
and slowly drove the yaks so that they could graze on the way. 


1 Pack frames are not generally removed during salt-collecting trips. 
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We crossed many mountains and rivers and finally got to Dbus yi 
gzhongs. After thirteen days of travel, we were now surrounded by 
mountains. The lower part of the mountains was flat and had no grass. 
There was no river, so it was very hard to find potable water. 

The previous time I had been there, we had camped near a well. I 
had forgotten where it was. Rdo rje pointed and exclaimed, "The well is 
over there." 

To our disappointment, the well was dry. Maybe it hadn't rained 
for a long time. We didn't pitch our tent and just ate rtsam pa with butter. 
No people and no animals were near us. 

The next day, we crossed a barren flat place. When it was almost 
night, we saw Dbus yi tshwa mtsho. We stopped and took the pack frames 
off the yaks. 

The next morning, we were glad to see Dbus yi tshwa mtsho again. 
We enjoyed the nice weather and ate breakfast. Rdo rje tshe ring herded 
the yaks while Rdo rje and I took the whole sheep carcass we had brought 
and all the salt bags. After packing them onto a gentle yak, we went to visit 
a man who had good experience taking salt from the lake. If someone 
wanted his help, they had to give him a whole sheep carcass. It was a rule, 
and the old salt trader understood the rules. He knew a lot about collecting 
salt and collected salt by himself. He had a family and didn't stay at the 
salt lake all year. 

"How many yaks do you have?" he asked. 

"We have forty-five yaks, but we will use two yaks to pack our food 
and tent. Please prepare salt for forty-three yaks," I replied. 

Seeing the salt man reminded me of one of Father's story about 
a man who had no experience in salt collecting. Five of his yaks fell into 
the salt lake and died, so he didn't go home but stayed there and then 
collected salt for traders. I thought that might have been the salt man's 
relative. 

"Several days ago I collected enough salt for more than fifty yaks," 
boasted the salt collector. 

We went to see the salt, which was fresh and mostly black. Black 
salt was considered good salt. Rdo rje and I filled the salt bags and sewed 
them shut in the afternoon. My previous experience told me not to fill a 
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bag with salt completely. On rainy days, if a full bag got wet, it swelled, and 
then split. A bag of salt weighs about fifteen kilos. We packed two bags on 
each yak. Eventually, pleased with ourselves, we returned to our campsite 
where Rdo rje tshe ring had cooked noodles for us. 

We were very pleased the salt man had already collected the salt, 
so we didn't need to wait for him to do this. We saw a group with many 
donkeys waiting to collect salt. 

The next day we got up early and offered incense to Dbus yi tshwa 
mtsho. Dro rje tshe ring tied the front legs of some of the less cooperative 
yaks together to keep them still while we worked. Rdor rje and I packed 
the yaks. Usually, two men worked together, each packing one side of the 
yak. Gentle yaks were different. One person could pack a salt bag on one 
side of a yak and then pack a second bag on the other side. But such 
gentle yaks were very few. Some yaks, when they noticed we were loading 
them, swung their heads and switched their tails. They didn't like it, so we 
tied their legs together to keep them still. We put bags of salt on all the 
yaks except for those that carried our gear. 

Returning Home 

After we set off, we saw a salt team with camels coming from the north. 
We didn't say anything to them to avoid trouble. Maybe they were 
Mongolian salt traders. 1 

Of course, the yaks were now slower than before, and we had to 
be careful. Some yaks might use their horns to break other yaks' salt bags. 
If a rope got loose and a salt bag slipped, the load was unbalanced and 
the pack frame might break, or the yak might roll over and down the side 
of a mountain. 

On the way, several ropes loosened, so we repacked the salt bags 
and tied the ropes again. It was my fault for not properly tying the ropes in 
the first place. 

At night, we kept the yaks near us. We didn't remove our 
sheepskin robes and leather shoes. We had heard stories about bandits 


1 Tibetans, however, from the same general area as Lha rgyal tshe ring 
collected salt using camels (Wenchangjia and Stuart 2014). 
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who attacked salt traders, who then lost their livestock and salt. We kept 
our rifles and swords near us. The nights seemed longer than usual. When 
I had been with Father, I didn't worry much at night. We now took turns 
sleeping. 

The next day, it was raining so we put on our chu Iwa. We didn't 
stop until evening. The rain continued all night. In the morning, it was still 
raining, but we continued as usual. 

Several days later, we reached Chag ka so'u (Xiangpishan) and 
drove our yaks to the upper part of the mountain. There were many rocks 
on the way. Two days later, a packed yak lost one of its hooves and 
couldn't keep up with the others. We then divided its two bags of salt into 
four bags and put a half-bag of salt in the center of a pair of bags of salt 
on other yaks, a common solution to this problem. The second time I had 
gone with Father to collect salt, one of our yaks had lost a hoof, so we also 
removed the pack from the injured yak and divided its salt among other 
packed yaks. 

We drove the injured yak with the others and soon reached Skyes 
nyin lung, which is the name for the five tribes located south of Mtsho 
sngon po. My tribe belonged to Skye nyin lung. The injured yak was slower 
than before, so we stopped at a tent. They boiled milk tea for us, and we 
ate rtsam pa. They promised to care for the injured yak and told us we 
could drive it the next time we took salt. 

Two days later, we safely reached Rig smon gzhung and then, 
home. We had spent thirty-two days on this salt trip. 

When I removed my leather shoes at home, my ankles were very 
painful. It had been days since I had removed my shoes, and the ankle 
section of my leathershoes had dried. I had to use a knife to remove them. 


Trading Salt 

After resting at home for a week, we packed half of the salt on yaks to 
exchange for barley, wheat flour, food oil, and pears in Khri ka (Guide). It 
was early in the ninth month. We first visited some families and gave them 
salt. They gave us barley and cooking oil in return. We also traded salt for 
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pears with a stranger. At that time, some families had very delicious pears 
from their pear trees in Lha khang thang (Luohantang). 

The next day, we packed the items we had collected from trading, 
loaded the pack yaks, and returned to our homes. Some community 
members came and asked if they could come with us next time to collect 
salt. Of course, we agreed that we could go together. 

Next, we packed the remaining salt on the yaks and went to Sku 
'bum (Huangzhong) 1 to exchange it for silver coins. At that time, it usually 
took one and a half days on horseback to reach Sku 'bum (Huangzhong). 
We walked, driving the pack yaksfortwo days. We visited rich families and 
exchanged salt for silver coins. I had twelve bags of salt. They gave two 
silver coins for each bag of salt. Rdor rje had fourteen salt bags, and Dro 
rje tshe ring had ten. "Tshwa nag 'black salt' is perfect salt," the buyers 
exclaimed enthusiastically. 

On the way, we bought some bags of white flour, and I also bought 
a horse for seven silver coins. That good horse could understand me. Later, 
sometimes when I was drunk, I slept while riding that horse and woke up, 
to find we had arrived home. I rode that horse to collect salt with 
community members, and also many times when I collected salt for the 
local government 


1 Local people use the Chinese term "Huangzhong" to refer to "Sku ’bum." 
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FIG 5. The Rig smon grassland and the Ldog bzhur gtsang bo River. 
When Lha rgral tshe ring was a salt trader, his family's yak-hair tent 
was here (13 June 2017, Grags pa). 



FIG 6. Dbus yi tshwa mtsho (from https://bitly.com, accessed 6 April 
2019). 
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FIG 7. Dbus yi tshwa mtsho salt (from https://bit.ly/2FR0QK0, 
accessed 6 April 2019). 
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Tibetan Terms 


’khyam ru dgon bkra shis dge 'phel gling 
'khyam ru dgon pa 
ar sti 

bla ma gpjj 
bla ma rgyal 

bio bzang thub bstan 'jigs med rgya mtsho 

bsang q^q'j 

bsod nams q*fc' 3 ^| 

bsod nams rdo rje q*fe' 3 ^w)^j 

chab cha c6q - c6| 

chag ka so'u 

chu lwa 

chu rnga 

dbang chen tshe ring 
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dbus yi gzhongs 
dbus yi tshwa mtsho 
g.yag gdong 


grags pa gpp'^ij 

gser chen 

hri thar skyid 

khri ka ^ 

klu rgyal tshe ring 

ldog bzhur gtsang bo 

lha 'bum 

lha khang thang 

lha rgyal tshe ring 

ma Ni sjpj 

mkhar mo yag 

mtsho lho 

mtsho sngon 

mtsho sgnon po sjaS^s^ij 

rdo rje 

rdo rje sgrol ma 
rdo rje tshe ring 
rig smon %j'|^ 
rig smon gzhung 
rta nag ma 
rtsam pa 
rmog ru i^j 
sangs rgyas tshe ring 
skar ma 
sku 'bum 
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skyid nyin lung 
stong skor 
tshwa kha 


tshwa lam . 
tshwa nag < 
ye shes dbang phyug 

Chinese Terms 


Chaka kk'k 
Chakayanhu & "k it A] 

Daotanghe #] : A 'M 
Gonghe A- A’ 

Hainan kt kj 
Huangzhong iJL k 7 
Huangyuan 
Heimahe ,f, Aj >»f 
Luohantang k 7 '/A jt 
More 

Qiabuqia Ik h ik 

Qinghai zangchuan fojiao siyuan k i '%k 1 % 
Qinghai k ;'k 
Qinghaihu kpkk] 

Qushenna ik fh 
Saiqian 

Xiangpishan Ik /k Ti 
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